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In East Tennessee, there’s a part of Appalachia between the 
Appalachian and Cumberland Mountains called the 
Cumberland Plateau. Many of the people that know of this 
area of Appalachia label it as backwoods, redneck or hillbilly. 
It is thought to be an uneducated and impoverished place. To 
many, it’s a fun place to go and visit quaint country towns, 
but it isn’t perceived as a place that holds modern values 
such as education and conservation.
Today, through personal family accounts, I’ll be exploring 
how the reality of this place is not what many think it to be. 
Through studying this region during the Great Depression, 
I’ll show that this is a community is a powerhouse of 
conservation efforts, a hub of education and scientific history, 
and a place with a rich and fascinating history of 
perseverance and progress.
Below, I’ve listed three values that most wouldn’t associated 
with East Tennessee’s Cumberland Plateau. By exploring the 
history of the Plateau through the Great Depression and 
today, I’ll show how each of these things are a core part of 
the Plateau.
Conservation
Education
Economy
The CCC was created in 1933 and ended in 1942, and during this brief 
time period this program still managed to make great strides in efforts 
towards reforesting a heavily logged Smokey Mountains, and 
establishing national parks. [1]
My granny’s uncle, or my great-great uncle went to work on a CCC 
camp. Doing this ultimately allowed his parents to keep the family farm 
afloat. Although it ended in 1942, its impact was long-lasting. In 
offered relief from the area’s extreme poverty in the form of 
employment. The CCC also played a big part in the establishment of the 
Smokey Mountains National Park, protecting the beloved Smokey 
Mountains from the rampant logging and strip mining that had been 
going on up until the establishment of the park. “Daisy Town” in 
Elkmont Tennesee is a good example of this-prior to the establishment 
of the park, the valley that Daisy Town resides in was forested until it 
was really more of a field than a forest. Now, years after the 
reforestation
Upper photo: Daisy Town 1915, [2] 
Lower Photo: CCC Nursery, ~1935 [3]
The TVA, or the Tennessee Valley Authority, is a government 
cooperation that is still in business today. The TVA built dams to 
prevent rampant flooding in the plains of Middle Tennessee, and
worked against deforestation. [4, 5] The dams that were built 
provided cheap and clean hydroelectric power to isolated 
communities that had been without before the arrival of the TVA. 
The TVA did more than just provide employment building dams and 
power from the finished product-it also attracted industry. [6]
My grandmother reflected during our interview by talking about the 
people that the TVA employed, saying: “They had no much food and 
no money…the TVA was big. Real big!” The told me about how the 
TVA employed people from upper Tennessee down to Knoxville.
To the left, I’ve included a photo of a TVA dam under construction 
on the top, and a photo that emphasizes the impact the TVA had on 
the local economy. At the start of WWII, wartime goods were in high 
demand, and the cheap power generated by the TVA made it possible 
for industry to thrive. The poster behind the speaker even goes so far 
as to say: “These TVA dams are needed for victory”.
Upper photo: TVA dam under construction, ~1940 [6]
Lower photo: “TVA dams needed for victory”, ~1940 [6]
Today, the Plateau is a unique place. When looking at Appalachian statistics, 
the three counties comprising the Plateau (Knox, Sevier and Blount), are 
anomalies in contrast to the majority of Appalachia. Below, I’ve included 
two examples of this. [7]
The Cumberland Plateau is a living example that shows the danger of 
judging a people without knowing them.  The Plateau is proof that despite 
the stereotypes assigned to it any group of people can rise above there 
circumstances and create a vibrant economy that is respectful of the 
environment.
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Sources
The Plateau has a rich history of conservation. As a primarily agricultural 
community up until the Great Depression, most people depended on the land 
to stay alive. Today, the Plateau’s passion for their home is evident. The 
Smokey Mountains are a treasured part of the Plateau’s history.
ince the Great Depression the Plateau has become a hub of education 
research.  It has one of the nations leading Nuclear Engineering programs 
and is the home of the Oak Ridge National Labs, on of the worlds leaders in 
nuclear research.
The economy of the Plateau moved from a agricultural 
focus before the Great Depression to broad mix of energy 
production, manufacturing, education, agriculture and 
tourism.
